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Issue 10 Editor’s Note
This is a special year and 6 March 2007 is for me, as a Ghanaian, a very special day as it marks the 50th Anniversary of Ghana’s independence from colonial rule. 50 years ago, on 6 March 1957 in Accra, Ghana’s president and pioneering father of the struggle, Dr Osagyefo Kwame Nkrumah celebrated this historic event with thousands of fellow Ghanaians and declared that ‘Ghana’s independence is meaningless unless it is linked with the total liberation of the African continent’, a prophecy which has since come true. I can remember little of these events as I was only a few years old but the stories of our struggle still abound together with respect for Nkrumah’s complete dedication to the ideals of pan-Africanism and a better humanity.

This year also marks, on 25 March, the bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade.

In 1807, men and women in Britain who had no vote petitioned the government of the day for an end to slavery. According to the current Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown, ‘we should mark the end of the slave trade in 1807 today by tackling modern slavery – ignorance’. In 2007 the Global Campaign for Education is pressing those in power to ensure that all children in developing countries go to school and to make at least primary education free.

Both events are significant and concerned with the freedom of humanity from oppression. But freedom in itself is meaningless unless it comes with responsibility and a world view that all humanity is interlinked. In other words, oppression based on ethnicity or religion must be resisted rigorously and treated as a human rights issue backed by the rule of law.

You might pose the question – what has all this got to do with writing and literature? It is important to remember these things because a writer’s imagination is informed by history and a lived experience. ‘History is a lived experience that cannot be erased,’ according to Nii Ayikwei Parkes, a young Ghanaian UK-based writer. Parkes calls our attention to a poem called ‘Midstream’, by one of Ghana’s leading poets, Atukwei Okai: ‘let us choose to remember not to forget in the coming year, these things which we forgot to remember in the buried year, for these are the things that define us.’ 

African post-colonial literature is replete with nationalism and independence writing as was captured by writers in titles such as Jomo Kenyatta’s Facing Mt. Kenya (Vintage 1962), Kenneth Kaunda’s Zambia Shall be Free (AWS 1962), Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (AWS 1962) and Nelson Mandela’s No Easy Walk to Freedom (AWS 1973). With post-independence disillusionment came titles such as Ayi Kwei Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (AWS 1969) and Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Devil on the Cross (AWS 1982), to name but a few, about the subject of a ‘squandered freedom’.

This is a time for celebration (although modern pessimists might have us think otherwise) but it should also be a time for reflection and meditation on what has been achieved in the past 50 years. It is equally important to remember that colonial rule with all its attendant faults did not leave a wholly negative legacy. Ghana gained considerable benefits through her early contact with a British educational system – the benefits of which can be seen today. For example, Kofi Annan, the former UN Secretary-General, is a testimony to Ghanaian achievements on the global scene. His impact and contribution to world peace will not be forgotten and reminds us of what can be achieved by education and informed dialogue.

In the field of literature, one of the most positive things to have come out of the British contact with Africa is the African Writers Series, which is published by Heinemann Educational Books in Oxford. The Series celebrated 40 years of publishing distinction in 2002. Sadly, it was also the year that Heinemann announced their discontinuation of publishing new writing in the series. The pioneering role that Heinemann played with the African Writers Series placed African literature on a world map. The African Writers Series, edited by a number of African editors, established itself as the canonical series of African literature.

But what has been the Series’ impact on global literature? It has produced three African winners of the Nobel Prize for Literature – Wole Soyinka from Nigeria in 1986, Naguib Mahfouz from Egypt in 1988 and Nadine Gordimer from South Africa in 1991.

I am (as you are probably aware) a product of the Series and my background as a former Editor has enabled me to start my own publishing house based on the original aims of the Series – to bring the best-quality writing from Africa to a world audience.

When the celebrations have calmed down, it would be time to take stock of the prevailing circumstances under which the majority of Africans live today. Poverty and ignorance is rife in most African countries and this is further exacerbated by civil wars, corruption and dysfunctional states and leaders. Tackling what Gordon Brown sees as the modern form of slavery – ignorance, will take a huge African effort and a concerted effort with Africa’s foreign partners to achieve this aim. Yet education remains the only key to true and meaningful freedom and self empowerment.

Mildred Kiconco Barya’s Feature Article in this issue, entitled ‘Creating an enabling environment for writers’, is revealing in its articulation of the difficulties faced by the budding writer in Africa. Barya asks whether writing is seen in Africa as a profession that warrants serious attention to develop the craft, or whether it is viewed merely as a hobby. Barya feels that creating an enabling environment for writers will remain a dream as long as writing is not recognised as a full-time profession. A cursory glance at the human rights records of several African countries would reveal a long and disturbing list of intolerance towards writers and journalists, who are often viewed with suspicion and seen as a threat, especially by those in power who have things to hide. Our writers are the unrecognised legislators and they hold a mirror to our society. We therefore dismiss their efforts at our peril. The aim of the writer is to express universal truths. I believe it was Chinua Achebe who said, ‘if you want to know about the history of a people, look at their art or literature’. Barya talks about institutions for all the other professions – such as law, engineering, aviation, architecture, etc., but emphasises the lack of institutions specially set up for the training of writers. Until we create structures that nurture and sustain writers in Africa – our writers will remain and on the margins of world writing. Surely 50 years is time enough to take such a profession seriously.

Mzana Mthimkhulu is from Zimbabwe. His short story entitled ‘I Am An African, Am I?’ is a delightful, gritty and engaging tale about a worker who challenges his friend’s self-centered behaviour as un-African. Mark (otherwise known as Makaziwe) detests what he sees in his African work-mate Tim’s behaviour as pandering to the whims of his white bosses. Tim knows his African name, but like some of his European bosses, he finds it a chore to pronounce African names and so renames him Mark. Shortage of fuel and other essential commodities forces the management to appeal to staff to conserve energy. Tim returns most of the fuel he was allocated and announces this in a management meeting to Mr Wilson’s glee and to his friend Mark’s annoyance. Confused and angry, yet anxious to convince Mark (and perhaps himself) that he is an African, Tim takes it upon himself to visit a long-lost aunt in his African township to deliver some much needed mealie-meal. The warm welcome he receives contrasts sharply with the frenetic pace of his urban lifestyle and he is overwhelmed with joy. He realises what he has been missing. His aunt is even on hand with advice about how to cope with his son’s not-so-brilliant school reports. A wonderful story, deeply rooted in African tradition and culture.

Tolu Ogunlesi is from Nigeria and the excerpts taken from his book of poems, aptly entitled The Book of Uncommon Prayer, deploy a humorous/satirical point of view as a means of driving home messages about disease, decay and ignorance that conspires to make the disease a pervading tragedy. The first poem is devoted to and explores the HIV/AIDS pandemic, especially from the perspective of the African continent, worst hit by the disease. In ‘Nobody Ever Says AIDS’, Ogunlesi crafts a masterly poem in celebration of African artists who have died of AIDS; from Fela Ransome-Kuti, the renowned Nigerian musician, to Yvonne Vera and Dambudzo Marechera – both acclaimed, award-winning Zimbabwean writers. He laments that even the aura of Nelson Mandela was not enough to prevent his son from dying from AIDS and praises his courageous public pronouncement which de-stigmatised the disease when most African families who have suffered this fate are in denial.

Agatha Mwila Zaza is from Zambia and her short story entitled ‘Varying Hues of Solitude’ is love story about an accidental meeting of two people who gradually began to form a mutual admiration society. The story is beautifully crafted and the writing controlled in such a way that it leaves the reader yearning to know what happens next. Michael is white and just recovering from the breakdown of a previous relationship when he comes across a girl in the public house he frequents. We are told ‘she is black (which should have counted against her) as there was another waitress who was tall and blonde and more the kind of woman he was accustomed to’. The narrator again informs the reader that ‘Michael might have been fascinated with her foreignness or the fact that she is nothing like his ex-wife’. As time goes by, Michael is smitten by the girl who also starts to notice his strange behaviour of always coming in at the same time each day, sitting at the same table and ordering the same things. In the end, Michael is unable to reveal his true feelings towards Namu and she in turn feels it would be unbecoming of her to do so. I found myself wanting to know what happens in the end, whether they are able to overcome their imaginary barriers. This is always a good sign of a well-crafted story.

Fredrick Mulapa is from Zambia and his novel extract entitled ‘The Promised Land’ is replete with the harsh realities of an African immigrant’s life in Europe. When Zadi arrived in Britain via Spain, he had no idea that the British immigration authorities are very strict about foreigners who arrive without adequate papers. He is running away from genocide in his home country and seeks asylum in Britain for a better life and does not realise that refugees are kept in prison-like detention centres. Having docked at Portsmouth, he is sent to the Refugee Council’s Day Centre in London. London overwhelms him and he is about to discover much about multicultural Britain and himself. Not having a place to spend the night, he opts for the underground train station where he expects company in the form of travelling passengers. He is shocked to discover that like Spain, there are a lot of homeless people in Britain who are mostly old and dispossessed.

Ellen Banda-Aaku is originally from Zambia but now lives in Ghana and her short story entitled ‘Munshi Ya Bed!’ is a story about a young girl’s recurring dream about being left behind by a bus driven by her father. Tiseka’s dream is confounded by two things; the squabbling between her mother and her grandmother about who should take charge of her father’s failing health and the taunting of the neighbourhood children about the pale yellow stain on the green and white checked mattress in her room, fearing that the children would betray her. As happens in her dreams when her silent screams are drowned, Tiseka listens silently under the bed in a bedroom where her parents and grandmother argue about who should take charge of her father. The recurring dream of the bus that always leaves her behind and her parents’ lack of concern for her feelings about her father’s condition signals a disturbing alarm bell for such a lonely child. This is a multi-layered story that deals with childhood traumas on several levels without losing track of the main thrust of the storyline – a sign of accomplished story telling. 

Clifford Chianga Oluoch is from Kenya and his short story entitled ‘First Lady, First Mistress’ is about a bloodless coup in an unnamed African country. It is masterminded by the Chief of General Staff and a First Lady, who is divorcing her husband, the President, on the same day. This is a tale of organised confusion and mayhem. A conference in a plush uptown hotel for the First Wives Club is planned to coincide with the events of the day and to take away the wives’ attention from the unfolding coup plot. While the conference is in operation in an underground bunker, unknown to the wives, a bomb is reported at the hotel and there is an alleged hostage taking that never happens. At the end of the conference the women are happily ferried away to an overseas destination – all this and a full cabinet meeting is also organised to further confuse the situation. This is a story full of twists and turns, high on intrigue, that keeps the reader at the edge of their seat.

Becky Ayebia Clarke ©
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